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What gives the whole remarkable system its vitality, and,
more, what secures to it a free course, is the "common
sense" which has for hundreds of years been one of the
qualities of the English ruling class. Their common sense
forms the nucleus of the political cohesion which has been
so much emphasised above, and which we see, therefore, to
be connected with a deeply implanted national trait. It
is due to their possession of this quality that the English
parties, always eager - for combat and full of the national
desire for action, are nevertheless ready to cease fighting as
soon as it becomes purposeless or opposed to the general
welfare. Thus it is finally political prudence which secures
the majority against abuse of the principle of the protection
of the minority. The English parliamentary system is unin-
telligible except as a national system of government, as a
product of the special political genius of the English nation,
and therefore a result of the whole constitutional and social
development of England, especially of that of the last two
centuries; only as a part of the whole system are we able
to comprehend or entitled to criticise the procedure of the
House of Commons or its remodelling during the century
that has just passed away. The plainest evidence of what
must be considered the characteristic of this reform from 1832
to 1872, its fundamental conservatism, is that the rights of
minorities were not materially attacked. As yet the political
and psychological principles which brought forth at the same
time the system of parliamentary party government and the
principle of the protection of the minority had hardly met
with serious challenge ; the parties, in the main, still faced
each other as members of a uniform body, as organic parts
of a socially homogeneous representation of the people, not
as representatives of diametrically opposed class interests ; in
spite of all electoral reforms the aristocratic middle class
character of the House of Commons had not been essentially
affected ; and in spite of numerous violent struggles between
individual party leaders and their followers there had been
no party formation which repudiated the traditional form
of the state or the unity of the realm. But there had been
warnings of events which were to make sweeping changes
in all these directions.